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Alexander Whitehill Clowes (Alec), died at his home in
Seattle on July 7, 2015, after a one-year battle with brain
cancer, accompanied by his wife Susan. Alec spent 35 years
at the University of Washington (UW) in Seattle as Professor
of Surgery, Division of Vascular Surgery. He served as Chief
of UW Medicine’s Division of Vascular Surgery from 1995 to
2007.
After earning a medical degree from Harvard, he
completed residency at the University Hospitals of Cleveland,
a research fellowship at Harvard and a clinical fellowship in
vascular surgery at the Peter Bent Brigham Hospital in Bos-
ton. In 1980, Alec departed his native New England for
Seattle and joined the faculty of the Department of Surgery
at the UW School of Medicine, where he found an ideal
environment to develop his clinical and research interests,
among the giants of vascular biology, including Russell Ross,
Stephen Swartz and Michael Reidy. He devoted his entire
career to vascular surgery and, in particular, to the patho-
physiology of vascular injury and graft occlusion, laying
foundations for a generation of future surgeon scientists and
basic science researchers interested in vascular biology.
In the early 1980s, he developed a reproducible animal
model of intimal hyperplasia (the rat carotid balloon injury
model), for looking at cellular and molecular mechanisms
underlying this pathophysiological arterial response. In
subsequent years, he (co)-authored 230 scientiﬁc publica-
tions. While Chief of the Division of Vascular Surgery at UW,
Alec recruited Dr Benjamin Starnes as his replacement. Until
his death, he continued his work in the lab with his research
team, headed by Dr Richard Kenagy, who will complete the
projects. The latest grant is a collaboration with Dr Michael
Sobel on the mechanism of the 838C>A p27Kip1 SNP,
which is associated with graft failure. His most recent
research also focuses on strategies to avoid early vein graft
injury during harvest and preparation, offering the potential
to reduce vein graft failure. In addition, experiments are
being carried out on genes associated with coronary and
peripheral arterial graft failure. Using network analysis to1078-5884
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ejvs.2015.07.016cluster genes based on co-expression patterns in cells
cultured from vein grafts with known clinical outcome, two
gene modules associated with graft failure were found. The
hub gene of one module, scavenger receptor class A
member 5 (SCARA5), is a cell growth inhibitor, whereas the
hub gene of the other module, suprabasin (SBSN), inhibits
collagen matrix remodelling. Delineation of the venous cells
that express SCARA5 and SBSN in vivo and the roles these
genes play in vein graft healing, may lead to preventative
treatments for vein graft failure in the future.
Alec has been continuously funded by the NIH for a third
of a century, an amazing achievement. He received a Na-
tional Institutes of Health Merit Award and, in June 2015,
Alec received the Society for Vascular Surgery (SVS) Lifetime
Achievement Award, the highest honour that the SVS be-
stows on its members.
Alec was a superb mentor, who inspired many young
vascular surgeons and scientists who joined his lab in
Seattle for research fellowships from all over the world. He
was always happy to accept new people and always willing
to investigate novel mechanisms and strategies for vascular
disease management. “Think out of the box”, he frequently
said to his fellows including me, who had the honour of
spending three exciting years in his group in the late 1990s.
He was always stimulated by original ideas and willing to
test them. And just as he opened up his lab space and
shared with us his opinions and guidance, he also opened
his house at weekends and on special celebrations to all of
his fellows and families, especially international fellows
away from home, making all of us feel close and protected.
Alec had many other interests outside of medicine,
especially music and the arts. He was President of the
Clowes Fund, a family foundation which supports social
projects, creates new opportunities, and promotes appre-
ciation of the natural environment. The Clowes Fund has
supported the Seattle Symphony Orchestra, the Seattle
Chamber Music Festival, and provided funding to restore a
Florentine Renaissance painting “Virgin and Child with Six
Saints”, by Neri di Bicci (1455). The restored painting is now
displayed in the Chapel of Saint James Cathedral in Seattle.
Alec was, above all, a friend to many of us. His thoughtful
and gentle approach to life, his willingness to help others,
his support of young fellows and his passion to explore the
unknown, sets an example for all of us to follow.
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